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METHOD FOR THE GENERATION OF 
VARIABLE DENSITY METAL VAPORS 

WHICH BYPASSES THE LIQUIDUS PHASE 

This invention Was made With Government support 
under contract number DEAC02-98CH10886, awarded by 
the US. Department of Energy. The Government has certain 
rights in the invention. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention relates to the production of variable 
density metal vapors, including magnesium vapor, that can 
be used to form uniform poWders of metal oxides. More 
speci?cally, the invention relates to a method for the pro 
duction of metal vapors formed from the decomposition of 
metal carbides Which bypass the liquidus phase. 

PoWders formed from metal oxides are Widely used in a 
variety of industries as ceramic materials, catalysts, 
pigments, coatings and ?llers. Some metal oxides, such as 
magnesium oxide and calcium oxide, have excellent heat 
resistance and electrical insulating properties and are espe 
cially useful in the electronics industry. 

There are several standard Ways to produce metal oxide 
poWders. The most obvious approach is direct elemental 
synthesis. For example, MgO can be formed either by 
burning metal Mg ribbon or entraining Mg vapor in a carrier 
gas stream. The formula for this reaction is: 

2Mg(vapor)+O2(vapor)—>2MgO(solid) (1) 

While this method is simple in principle, it can be dif?cult 
in practice since it requires processing at high temperature 
Which is not easily controlled. Also, this method can leave 
unreacted Mg in the ?nal product and it is difficult to control 
the particle siZe of the metal oxide that is formed by such a 
method. 

Another commonly used method for forming a metal 
oxide is the thermal decomposition of either the hydroxide 
or carbonate form of the metal. For example, MgO can be 
synthesiZed via the thermal decomposition of either mag 
nesium hydroxide, magnesium carbonate or magnesium 
formate. For the hydroxide form, the formula for the reac 
tion process is: 

Mg(OH)2—>MgO+H2O (2) 

This approach has the advantage of being simple, but 
irregular surface morphology, particle siZe distributions and 
surfaces terminated With hydroxyl groups are serious draW 
backs. 

It has been found that the particle siZe of metal oxide 
poWders effects their characteristics and that very ?ne metal 
oxide poWders exhibit unique properties that are not found 
in larger siZe particles. In particular, very ?ne metal oxide 
particles exhibit different magnetic and optical properties 
from those of larger metal oxide particles. This siZe depen 
dant variation of physical properties is often desirable and so 
there is a need in the industry for a process that can produce 
small-siZe metal oxide particles. 

It is knoWn that ?ne metal oxide particles can be produced 
by various methods including liquid phase reaction methods 
and gas phase reaction methods. The gas phase reaction 
methods have been found to offer signi?cant advantages 
because the oxidation of the metal vapors alloWs the particle 
siZe of the metal oxides to be controlled. The present 
invention provides a method for producing high purity metal 
vapors that are useful in forming metal oxide poWders. 
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2 
SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention provides a method for producing a 
metal vapor that includes the steps of forming a metal 
carbide from a solid metal and a source of carbon in an 
oxygen-free and Water-free atmosphere; and heating the 
metal carbide to form a vapor of the metal; Wherein the solid 
metal is transformed to a vapor Without transforming the 
metal to a liquid phase. Preferably, the source of carbon is 
graphite and the oxygen-free and Water-free atmosphere is a 
dry, rare gas atmosphere, Wherein the dry, rare gas is 
preferably argon gas. 

The metal carbide is formed by heating the metal and the 
source of carbon to a ?rst temperature Which is preferably 
above the melting point of the metal. After, a period of time 
at the ?rst temperature, the metal carbide is heated to a 
second temperature Which is above the boiling point of the 
metal. 
The molar ratio of the source of carbon to the metal is at 

least 2 to 1 and can vary depending on the metal that is being 
vaporiZed and the carbon source. The form and siZe of the 
metal and carbon materials that are used is also important. 
To provide rapid initial reaction time, the materials are 
preferably in the form of chips having a siZe of less than 5 
cm. 

In another embodiment, the present invention provides a 
method for producing a metal vapor that includes the steps 
of combining a metal and a carbon source, preferably 
graphite, in a vessel to form a mixture; heating the mixture 
to a ?rst temperature in a dry, rare gas atmosphere to form 
a compound of the metal and carbon; maintaining the ?rst 
temperature for a period of time; heating, the compound to 
a second temperature to form a metal vapor; and WithdraW 
ing the metal vapor from the vessel. 
The pieces of metal and graphite are small in siZe so that 

they can be intimately mixed tog,ether into a uniform 
mixture, preferably the metal and graphite are in tile form of 
chips having a siZe of less than 5 cm. Graniular particles of 
metals and graphite are particularly Well suited for the 
process. The molar ratio of the graphite to the metal is at 
least 2 to 1 and may be as high is 10 to 1 for some metals. 
The metal and graphite mixture is placed in a vessel, 
preferably a graphite crucible, and sloWly heated to a ?rst 
temperature Which is greater than the melting point of the 
metal. As the metal begins to melt, a metal carbide com 
pound is formed from the metal and the carbon in the 
graphite. The vessel has a dry, rare gas atmosphere prefer 
ably argon gas, Which is substantially inert and does not 
react With the metal. 
When the temperature of the mixture of metal and graph 

ite reaches the melting point of the metal, the heat is 
maintained constant so that the temperature remains at 
approximately the melting point for a short period of time. 
Approximately 2 to 3 minutes is suf?cient for most metals 
but additional heating, does not adversely effect the process. 
At the end of this short period of time, the metal carbide 
compound is heated to a second temperature Which is greater 
than the boiling point of the metal to vaporiZe the metal 
portion of the metal carbide compound. 

The metal vapors formed by the method of the present 
invention can be oxidiZed to produce metal oxide poWders. 
A dopant can be combined With the metal vapors, during or 
just prior to oxidation, to produce modi?ed metal oxides. In 
a preferred embodiment, the metal carbide is contacted With 
a dopant either before the metal carbide is formed or prior 
to heating the metal carbide to form the metal vapor. The 
dopant can be any metal poWder, With iron, copper, nickel 
and Zinc being the preferred metal poWders. 
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A preferred embodiment of the present invention is a 
method for the production of magnesium vapor comprising: 
combining magnnesium and graphite in a vessel to form a 
mixture; heating the mixture at a ?rst temperature in a dry, 
rare gas atmosphere, preferably argon gas, to form a com 
pound of magnesium and carbon; maintaining the ?rst 
temperature for a period of time; heating the compound to a 
second temperature to form a magnesium vapor; WithdraW 
ing the magnesium vapor and rare gas from the vessel; and 
optionally separating the magnesium vapor from the rare 
gas. 

The molar ratio of graphite to magnesium is at least 2 to 
1 and preferably at least 3 to 1. The magnesium and graphite 
are small in siZe so that they can be easily mixed together 
and provide the maximum surface contact betWeen the tWo 
materials. Preferably, the magnesium and graphite are in the 
form of chips having a siZe of less than 5 cm. The mixture 
of magnesium and graphite is heated to a ?rst temperature of 
betWeen 600 C and 750 C, preferably betWeen 650 C and 
700 C, and is kept at this temperature for several minutes, 
preferably 2 to 3 minutes, before being heated to a second 
temperature of betWeen 1050 C and 1150 C, preferably 
about 1100 C. 

The magnesium vapors formed by the method of the 
present invention can be oxidiZed to produce magnesium 
oxide poWders. A dopant can be combined With the magne 
sium vapors, during or just prior to oxidation, to produce 
modi?ed magnesium oxides. In a preferred embodiment, the 
magnesium carbide is contacted With a dopant either before 
the magnesium carbide is formed or prior to heating the 
magnesium carbide to form the magnesium vapor. The 
dopant can be any metal poWder, With iron, copper, nickel 
and Zinc being the preferred metal powders. 

The method of the present invention provides better 
control over the reaction rates and particle siZe distributions 
than prior art methods to produce uniform poWders of metal 
oxides characteriZed by narroW siZe distributions. It has been 
found that the greatest particle siZe distribution occurs When 
loW density metal vapors are formed in controlled inert gas 
streams. In contrast, the present invention forms signi? 
cantly higher density metal vapors in a rapid, chaotic oxi 
diZing environment Which results in metal oxide poWders 
having, narroW siZe distributions. The temperature of the 
metal carbide compound can be adjusted to control the 
production rate and density of the metal vapor. Asigni?cant 
advantage of the present invention is that the metal is not 
directly transformed from its solid to liquid state. Instead, 
the metal ?rst forms a metal carbide compound. Thereafter, 
a metal vapor is formed When the metal carbide compound 
is heated above the boiling point of the metal. This alloWs 
the present method to bypass the dangers and dif?culties 
associated With prior art methods of metal synthesis Which 
require the formation of a molten metal at high temperatures. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

Other objects and many attendant features of this inven 
tion Will be readily appreciated as the invention becomes 
better understood by reference to the folloWing detailed 
description When considered in connection With the accom 
panying draWing Wherein: 

FIG. 1 shoWs a graphite crucible that can be used for 
carrying out the present invention. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE 
PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS 

The present invention provides a method for producing a 
metal vapor Which includes heating a mixture of a metal and 
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4 
graphite in a dry, rare gas atmosphere in a controlled manner 
to form either thermally unstable carbides or to absorb the 
metal Within the porous graphite structure. The preferred 
metals that are used in this process are magnesium, Zinc, 
copper, silver, calcium and aluminum, With magnesium and 
Zinc being the most preferred. The metal vapors produced by 
the method of the present invention can be combined With 
oxygen using methods Well knoWn in the art to produce 
uniform poWders of metal oxides having narroW siZe distri 
bution and uniform crystallographic face exposure. 

Metal vapors are produced in accordance With the present 
invention by combining a metal and graphite in a vessel, 
preferably a graphite crucible, to form a mixture. The molar 
ratio of the graphite to the metal is at least 1 to 1 and may 
be as high as 10 to 1 for some metals. Amolar ratio of about 
3 to 1 is preferred. The metal and graphite are in the form of 
chips having, a siZe of less than 5 cm. Larger pieces of metal 
and graphite can be used but the smaller pieces make it 
easier to mix the metal and graphite together and provide a 
more uniform mixture. Preferably, the metal and graphite are 
in granular form. The smaller pieces also provide for more 
intimate contact betWeen the metal and graphite Which 
facilitates the formation of the metal carbide compound. The 
metal is preferably provided in a pure form but the method 
can also be used When the metal contains impurities or other 
metals and compounds. The graphite can be in the form of 
a poWder, rods, plates or ?bers, With thin plates being 
preferred. Both naturally occurring graphite and syntheti 
cally produced graphite can be used. 
The vessel that is used for the method of the present 

invention must be capable of operating at temperatures 
above the boiling point of the metals that are being vapor 
iZed and the vessels must provide an environment that 
maintains a rare gas atmosphere While the vessel is in 
operation. A graphite crucible is preferred, hoWever, various 
metal furnaces that can be arranged in a columnar form, such 
as induction type can be used. 

FIG. 1 shoWs a graphite crucible 10 in Which the metal 
and graphite mixture 20 are contained in a vessel 15 and a 
dry, rare gas 30 is used to purge the vessel 15 of all oxygen 
and moisture and to create a rare gas atmosphere in the 
vessel 15. The rare gas 30, Which is sometimes referred to 
as a “noble gas” or, less accurately, as an “inert gas,” is 
selected from the group consisting of argon, helium, neon, 
and krypton, With argon gas being the preferred rare gas. The 
metal and graphite mixture 20 is gradually heated by a 
plurality of heating coils 18 on the outside of the vessel 15 
to a ?rst temperature (approximately the temperature of the 
melting point of the metal) in the dry, rare gas atmosphere 
to form a compound 20 of the metal and carbon. The rare gas 
30 does not react With the metal and, therefore, does not 
interfere With the reaction betWeen the metal and the graph 
ite. 

It is believed that, as the temperature increases, the metal 
and the graphite combine to form metal carbide compounds 
20 at the ?rst temperature as folloWs: 

Metal+Carbon—>Metal Carbide (3) 

The ?rst temperature that the metal and graphite mixture 
20 is heated to is approximately the melting point of the 
metal. HoWever, this temperature may vary by as much as 
:50 C based on a number of factors, including the amount 
and type of any impurities in the metal carbide compound 
20, the type of graphite, the gas pressure Within the vessel 15 
and the molar ratio of metal to graphite. When the metal 
carbide mixture 20 reaches the ?rst temperature, the tem 
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perature is maintained at this point for a short period of time 
to allow for all of the metal in the bath to achieve a molten 
state and to form a metal carbide compound 20. Typically, 
the temperature is maintained for a feW minutes. 
Magnesium, for example, is held at a temperature of 
approximately 700 C for from 2 to 3 minutes. 

After the metal carbide mixture 20 has achieved a molten 
state Wherein a solid metal carbide compound 20 is formed, 
the heat is increased and the temperature of the compound 
20 is raised to a second temperature. The second temperature 
is at or above the decomposition point of the metal carbide 
20, typically at or above the boiling point of the metal, and 
at this temperature metal vapors 40 begin to rise from the 
metal carbide compound 20. The reaction for the formation 
of the metal vapor 40 from the metal carbide compound 20 
is believed to be as folloWs: 

Metal Carbide—>Metal Vapor+Carbon (solid) (4) 

and 

Absorbed Metal in Graphite Pores—>Metal Vapor+Graphite (solidj) 

The method of the present invention bypasses the liquid 
metal state by forming the metal vapors 40 from the solid 
metal carbide compound 20 instead of from a pure molten 
metal. Those skilled in the art Will appreciate the signi? 
cance of this difference because the present method avoids 
the difficulties and dangers of processing and handling a 
pure liquid metal such as magnesium. 

Graphite sublimes at approximately 3650 C and, 
therefore, Will remain substantially in a solid state at the 
processing temperatures of the present invention. HoWever, 
at the loWer operating temperatures of the present invention, 
it has been found that metals react With some of the carbon 
in the graphite to form metal carbide compounds 20. At 
temperatures above the melting point of the metals, the 
metal carbide compounds 20 are in a solid state. When the 
temperature approaches the boiling point of the metal, the 
metal portion of the metal carbide compound 20 vaporiZes 
and the graphite remains. The metals Will only continue to 
vaporiZe as long as the temperature of the metal carbide 
compound 20 is above the boiling point of the metal. The 
density of the metal vapor 40 that is produced by the reaction 
can be adjusted by varying the temperature of the metal 
carbide compound 20. When the temperature is reduced, the 
process instantly stops. This is a distinct advantage over 
prior art processes since it provides a safe method of 
producing metal oxides. 
As the metal vaporiZes, the metal vapor 40 formed is 

WithdraWn from the vessel 15 in a stream 45 of rare (,as, 
sometimes referred to as a “sWeeping gas” because it sWeeps 
the product gas out of the vessel. The metal vapors 40 
formed by the method of the present invention are high in 
quality because the metal carbide 20 can be controlled 
Within a narroW temperature range to yield a homogeneous 
vapor 40 With a minimal amount of impurities. This is 
attributed to the gettering (i.e., scavenging) properties of the 
carbon material toWards those elements Which form stable 
carbides at the temperature of interest. 

The metal vapor 40 produced by the process of the present 
invention can be used to form metal oxide poWders 60 by 
combining the metal vapors 40 With oxygen 50. The high 
purity of the metal vapors 40 together With the controlled 
oxidation produce uniform poWders 60 of metal oxides 
Which are characteriZed by narroW siZe distributions. 

EXAMPLE 1 

The Mg vapor used for producing MgO Was prepared by 
loading magnesium chips into the bottom of a graphite 
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6 
crucible and ?lling the crucible With a large amount (molar 
ratio of carbon (i.e., graphite) to magnesium is greater than 
3 to 1) of crushed, coarse-grained granules of graphite. The 
graphite Was loaded in the crucible so that the magnesium 
metal Was completely surrounded by the graphite. The 
graphite crucible Was heated sloWly to approximately 700° 
C. (red heat) using inductive heating (Lepal RF (generator) 
so that the reaction of the Mg With the carbon Was carried out 
in-situ in a flowing, dry, rare gas atmosphere (dry argon gas 
Was used). Under these thermodynamic conditions, the Mg 
metal Was just above its melting point (magnesium has a 
melting point of 650 C) Where it Was rapidly absorbed by, 
and subsequently reacted With, the carbon granules to form 
a non-stoichiometric Mg-carbon compound. At this point 
(~700° C.), a noticeable increase in the crucible temperature 
and a drop in the height of the mass Within the crucible takes 
place Without an increase in the heater poWer. After a short 
(2—3 minute) induction period at 700° C.—800° C., the 
exterior crucible temperature Was increased sloWly to 
approximately 1100° C. The internal temperature of the 
crucible Was not measured but Was estimated to be loWer 
than 1100° C., because the decomposition of the Mg-carbon 
compound is endothermic. Since the reaction is 
endothermic, it is inherently safer and easier to control than 
exothermic processes. At 1100° C., Mg vapor (magnesium 
has a boiling point of 1107 C) Was observed above the 
crucible and Was subsequently entrained by the flowing inert 
argon gas stream. 

MgO poWder Was then formed by adding oxygen to the 
Mg vapor containing argon gas stream using a knoWn 
method. 

It is believed that, as the temperature increases, the 
magnesium and the graphite combine to form magnesium 
carbide compounds as folloWs: 

and 

Mg+2C—>Mg2C3 (7) 

In equation (5), the Mg2C3 formed has a carbon content of 
about 42 Wt. % and in equation (6), the MgC2 formed has a 
carbon content of about 50 Wt. %. MgC2 is stable up to 
approximately 600° C. at Which temperature it decomposes 
as folloWs: 

2MgC2—>Mg2C3+C (8) 

At about 1050° C., Mg2C3 decomposes into Mg vapor and 
C. 
The density of the Mg vapor Within the gas stream can be 

adjusted by varying the temperature of the vessel. It is 
important to note that this is not What happens in a boiling 
vat of Mg in an open, non-reacting, vessel. If the tempera 
ture of the carbon crucible is reduced (even slightly) from 
the decomposition point, the generation of Mg vapor is 
virtually eliminated. This observation clearly establishes 
that there is the formation of a Mg-carbon compound. 
Furthermore, this feature offers a built-in safety mechanism 
for the production of Mg vapors, since it eliminates the 
presence of a liquid Mg phase normally present at these 
elevated temperatures. Magnesium oxide poWder can be 
formed by adding oxygen to the magnesium vapor/ argon gas 
flow stream using knoWn methods. 
The graphite material used in the process can be reused in 

subsequent processing. Any elemental impurities, Which 
may be present in the starting material (eg transition 
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metals) and Which form stable solid carbides, remain 
trapped Within the graphite granules and remain in the 
vessel. This chemical puri?cation feature of graphite for 
generating metal vapors, such as magnesium vapor, ulti 
mately makes the starting graphite granules unsuitable for 
reuse and Will effect the purity of the metal oxide that is 
formed, as it begins to “age.” Therefore, the graphite should 
be replaced frequently to maintain the efficiency of the 
process. 

This same phenomenon (i.e., the breakdoWn of metal 
carbon compounds) can also be exploited to produce 
precise, ultra-loW doping levels of other elements into the 
metal oxide materials. This is true for all elements Which 
form solid carbides because it alloWs for exact control over 
the ratio of the dopant vapor to metal vapor. At constant 
temperature, chemical equilibrium conditions dictate a pre 
cise elemental composition for the vapor (assuming that the 
total pressure sum remains constant). Example 2 demon 
strates hoW ultra-loW doping levels of other elements into 
the metal oxide materials is achieved. 

EXAMPLE 2 

Mg vapors Were doped With iron (Fe) by loading a 
graphite crucible With graphite and magnesium chips. A 
layer of cementite (Fe3C) in poWdered form Was then placed 
on top of the Mg-carbon mixture. The contents of the 
crucible Were then heated folloWing a procedure similar to 
the procedure used in Example I so that the Mg vapor 
released by the Mg2C3 came in intimate contact With the 
Fe3C as the vapor passed through the poWder. Since the Mg 
vapor is produced by a reversible decomposition of Mg2C3, 
it is believed that the Mg vapor undergoes phase changes as 
it passes through the Fe3C poWder and a thermodynamic 
equilibrium is established betWeen the Mg vapor and the 
Fe3C particles. This thermodynamic equilibrium involve 
only solid and vapor phases and results in the addition (i.e., 
doping) of iron atoms into the Mg vapor in a Well-de?ned 
and non-varying ratio. The doping of the Mg vapor With Fe 
continues as long as the temperature and total pressure in the 
crucible remain ?xed (i.e., the thermodynamic system has 
Zero degrees of freedom). 

Thus, While there have been described the preferred 
embodiments of the present invention, those skilled in the art 
Will realiZe that other embodiments can be made Without 
departing from the spirit of the invention, and it is intended 
to include all such further modi?cations and changes as 
come Within the true scope of the claims set forth herein. 
What is claimed is: 
1. A method for producing a metal vapor comprising: 
forming a metal carbide from a solid metal and a source 

of carbon in an oxygen-free and Water-free atmosphere; 
and 

heating said metal carbide to form a vapor of said metal 
in said atmosphere; Wherein said solid metal is trans 
formed to said vapor Without reducing said metal to a 
liquid phase. 

2. The method for producing a metal vapor according to 
claim 1, Wherein said source of carbon is graphite. 

3. The method for producing a metal vapor according to 
claim 2, Wherein said metal and graphite have a particle siZe 
of less than 5 cm. 

4. The method for producing a metal vapor according to 
claim 1, Wherein said oxygen-free and Water-free atmo 
sphere is a dry, rare gas atmosphere. 

5. The method for producing a metal vapor according to 
claim 3, Wherein said dry, rare gas is argon gas. 
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6. The method for producing a metal vapor according to 

claim 5, Wherein the molar ratio of said source of carbon to 
said metal is at least 2 to 1. 

7. The method for producing a metal vapor according to 
claim 6, Wherein said metal carbide is formed by heating 
said metal and said source of carbon to a ?rst temperature, 
and Wherein said ?rst temperature is above the melting point 
of said metal. 

8. The method for producing a metal vapor according to 
claim 1, Wherein said metal carbide is heated to a second 
temperature Which is above the boiling point of said metal. 

9. The method for producing a metal vapor according to 
claim 1, Wherein said source of carbon is graphite, the molar 
ratio of said graphite to said metal is at least 2 to 1, said 
metal and graphite have a particle siZe of less than 5 cm, and 
said oxygen-free and Water-free atmosphere is argon gas. 

10. The method for producing a metal vapor according to 
claim 1, further comprising contacting said metal carbide 
With a dopant prior to heating said metal carbide. 

11. The method for producing a metal vapor according to 
claim 10, Wherein said dopant is a metal poWder selected 
from the group consisting of iron, copper, nickel and Zinc. 

12. A method for producing magnesium vapor compris 
ing: 

forming a magnesium carbide from a solid magnesium 
and a source of carbon in an oxygen-free and Water-free 
atmosphere; and 

heating said magnesium carbide to form a magnesium 
vapor in said atmosphere; Wherein said solid magne 
siunm is transformed to said magnesium vapor Without 
reducing said magnesium to a liquid phase. 

13. The method for producing magnesium vapor accord 
ing to claim 12, Wherein said source of carbon is graphite. 

14. The method for producing magnesium vapor accord 
ing to claim 13, Wherein said magnesium and graphite are in 
the form of chips having a particle siZe of less than 5 cm. 

15. The method for producing magnesium vapor accord 
ing to claim 12, Wherein said oxygen-free and Water-free 
atmosphere is a dry, rare gas atmosphere. 

16. The method for producing magnesium vapor accord 
ing to claim 15, Wherein said dry, rare gas is argon gas. 

17. The method for producing magnesium vapor accord 
ing to claim 12, Wherein said magnesium carbide is formed 
by heating said magnesium and said source of carbon to a 
?rst temperature. 

18. The method for producing magnesium vapor accord 
ing to claim 17, Wherein the molar ratio of said source of 
carbon to said magnesium is at least 2 to 1. 

19. The method for producing magnesium vapor accord 
ing to claim 17, Wherein said ?rst temperature is above the 
melting point of said magnesium. 

20. The method for producing magnesium vapor accord 
ing to claim 12, Wherein said magnesium carbide is heated 
to a second temperature Which is above the boiling point of 
said magnesium. 

21. The method for producing magnesium vapor accord 
ing to claim 12, further comprising contacting said magne 
sium carbide With a dopant prior to heating said magnesium 
carbide. 

22. The method for producing magnesium vapor accord 
ing to claim 21, Wherein said dopant is a metal poWder 
selected from the group consisting of iron, copper, nickel 
and Zinc. 

23. A method for producing magnesium vapor compris 
ing: 

combining magnesium and graphite in a vessel to form a 
mixture; 
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heating said mixture at a ?rst temperature in a dry, rare gas 
atmosphere to form a magnesium carbide; 

maintaining said ?rst temperature for a period of time; 
heating said magnesium carbide to a second temperature 

to form a magnesium vapor and a dry, rare gas; 

WithdraWing said magnesium vapor and said dry, rare gas 
from said vessel; and separating said magnesium vapor 
from said dry rare gas. 

24. The method for producing magnesium vapor accord 
ing to claim 23, Wherein the molar ratio of graphite to 
magnesium is at least 2 to 1. 

25. The method for producing magnesium vapor accord 
ing to claim 23, Wherein said magnesium and graphite have 
a particle siZe of less than 5 cm. 

26. The method for producing magnesium vapor accord 
ing to claim 23, Wherein said ?rst temperature is above 650° 
C. 

27. The method for producing magnesium vapor accord 
ing to claim 23, Wherein said rare gas is argon gas. 
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28. The method for producing magnesium vapor accord 

ing to claim 23, Wherein said second temperature is above 
1100° C. 

29. The method for producing magnesium vapor accord 
ing to claim 23, Wherein said period of time is betWeen 2 and 
3 minutes. 

30. The method for producing magnesium vapor accord 
ing to claim 23, further comprising contacting a metal 
carbide With a dopant prior to heating said metal carbide. 

31. The method for producing magnesium vapor accord 
ing to claim 30, Wherein said dopant is a metal poWder 
selected from the group consisting of iron, copper, nickel 
and Zinc. 

32. The method for producing magnesium vapor accord 
ing to claim 23, Wherein said dry, rare gas is argon gas. 


